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Throughout February, Bolivian unions, grouped in the national workers confederation Central
Obrera Boliviana (COB), held work stoppages and protest marches to push the government to
rescind a tax reform approved in December, and to pressure authorities to grant a 200% increase
in the country's minimum wage. At the same time, Bolivia's national teachers' confederation
(Confederacion de Maestros Urbanos y Rurales de Bolivia) has launched demonstrations and strikes
around the country to force the government to renegotiate a planned overhaul of the educational
system. In late December, President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's administration gained legislative
approval for a broad tax reform that will increase many existing levies, restructure tax collection
to improve efficiency, and eliminate many tax exemptions until now granted to businesses and
individuals.
Among the most controversial reforms are an increase in the state's "commercial transaction tax"
from 1% to 3%, and the elimination of exemptions on import tariffs for export businesses that use
foreign parts and supplies. In addition, the government fundamentally altered the methods for
national and municipal tax collection, whereby many taxes formerly shared with the country's
mayoralties such as taxes on property and some selective consumer levies will now be channelled
almost entirely into the national government's coffers. In effect, the measure will increase central
government income at the expense of the municipalities and departmental governorships, which
will be forced to appeal to the national government to finance many local projects and expenditures
that they previously managed autonomously.
Not surprisingly, the tax reform generated broad opposition since it affected many different sectors.
Opposition political parties and some powerful business associations, especially those representing
exporters, were adamantly against the measures, although much of that opposition dissipated
following negotiations with government officials that partially reduced the scope of the reforms.
Nevertheless, since December the country's unions and community grassroots organizations have
continued to protest against the tax reform. Municipal-level community organizations grouped in
"civic committees" (comites civicos) have protested against the decision to reduce the local share of
taxes, since it undercuts the decision-making powers of towns and villages around the country.
"The conflict over taxes represents a simmering dispute between the national government and
the municipalities, since it constitutes a direct effort to curtail local power," Raul Penaranda, a
Bolivian economist and former director of the local business weekly Nueva Economia, told the
LADB. "The conflict with the municipalities has been building for some time, especially with
the larger ones, since the tax reform will lead to a substantial drop in their income." Throughout
January, the civic committees and other grassroots organizations joined COB in a series of minor
protest demonstrations against the tax reform. In February, however, the protests grew immensely
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because negotiations with COB which had been pressuring for substantial wage hikes to offset the
inflationary impact of the tax reform broke down. Among other things, COB had been demanding
that the government raise the country's minimum wage by 200%, from its present level of 190
bolivianos per month (US$40) to 576 bolivianos (US$121).
The government, however, has steadfastly refused to grant any wage hikes this year above 7.5% to
avoid aggravating inflation, meaning that at most the government would consider raising minimum
wages to 204.5 bolivianos per month (US$43). For 1995, the government had set a year-end inflation
target of 6.5%, thus encouraging officials to tout the 7.5% increase in minimum wages already
offered to COB as an important government concession since it surpasses the inflation target. "Such
scant wage hikes will do nothing to offset the increase in the cost of living this year, since workers
will bear the brunt of inflation and higher taxes in 1995," said COB spokesperson David Olivares.
"We will carry out an endless stream of demonstrations, work stoppages, hunger strikes, and other
forms of protest until the government renegotiates the tax reform and agrees to higher wages."
Throughout February COB which has more than 800,000 members held massive demonstrations
in all of Bolivia's major cities, some of which led to violent confrontations with security forces.
The protests culminated in a 24-hour national strike at the end of February that paralyzed most
economic activity, particularly in the mining sector, health and municipal services, and the public
school system, since COB membership is strongest in those areas. COB leaders say they are
planning another series of demonstrations and work stoppages for the first half of March, including
a massive march by peasants from around the country that will eventually converge on the capital.
In fact, COB is now discussing a prolonged national strike if the other protest actions fail to
influence the government.
Meanwhile, alongside the COB protests, Bolivia's 80,000 public school teachers have launched
a wave of national protests including strikes and street demonstrations to force the government
to alter its plan to overhaul the country's educational system. The education reform, which is
largely financed by loans from the World Bank, outlines a two- pronged revision of the public
school system. On the one hand, the government will enforce changes in school curriculum and
in the requirements for students to graduate to improve the quality of education. Among other
things, schools will be obligated to provide courses in native Indian languages to reduce illiteracy in
indigenous communities.
In addition, three more years of school attendance will be required for students to graduate, which
will increase the total years of schooling to 12, up from nine in the present system. On the other
hand, the government will streamline school administration, teacher classification procedures, and
pay scales. The unions fear those reforms will lead to massive layoffs of administrative employees,
while making it more difficult for teachers to receive promotions and climb to higher points on the
pay scale. In addition, the government is eliminating some hard-won teacher benefits, such as a
special bonus payment attached to the monthly salaries of many school employees, known as the
"border bond" (bono de frontera). "The education reform is an assault on the rights of teachers,"
said Rosario Miranda, spokesperson for the teachers' confederation. "In effect, it will fundamentally
disrupt, if not completely destroy, careers in education." The teachers' confederation held two 48hour strikes around the nation in February, and more actions are planned for March. [Sources:
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Agence France-Presse, 12/02/94, 12/04/94, 12/22/94, 12/23/94, 02/09/95, 12/20/95; Notimex, 01/29/95,
01/30/95, 02/02/95, 02/14/95, 02/20/95, 02/21/95]
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